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Introduction

The world still expects the architect to come and
present their vision, to be the person who ‘sees’.
If you decide not to be in your ivory tower and
simply produce an object – which may or may not
have value in itself – then the question arises,
what is being an architect about? It is providing
something for the people who live, work and play
in that building. We need to value the space these
people inhabit rather than the object itself.
Of course, to get a void you need a mass, so
I’m going to talk about mass. To perceive light, you
need a wall, so I’m going to talk about walls. But
what I am really interested in is what is happening
in-between: more than just floorplates or historical references to the place where I am working, I
am interested in creating a vibration and resonance.
Architecture has the potential to change the
way people live. But it can only go so far in answering the needs of its end-users. After that,
the architecture must be silent and a form of
mediation needs to take place, whether that be
through public space, art projects or localized
design reaching beyond buildings. The Black Box
is really a way of ensuring that there is in fact a
shared vision of the project before the design development process begins.
Sculpting the void
There is an absence of purpose beyond objects in
our society. The value system is unbalanced, and
biased towards the economic sphere. In the last
fifty years, the result has been the production of
a system of objects that are completely devoid
of any purpose other than creating economic value. In London, private sectors decide what goes
where. This has produced an accumulation of
objects that work only within the constraints of
their possibilities: a three-dimensional envelope
extruded from a plot of land with as much square
meterage as possible. Their value is factored on
spreadsheets, this much land equals this much
money.
If we push this to the extreme, then we begin
to produce objects to be sold with nothing other
than an address (a location value) and square
metrage (caluclated on paper). Squares, streets
and so on are necessary, but they become an in-
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convenience. Our elected representatives and
civic servants negotiate for space to access these
buildings, but there is no real consultation about
what is in between them, because space and light
cannot be quantified in a spreadsheet. These two
immaterial things are the two ingredients for improved levels of happiness: space and light. The
system of right of light and right of view currently
in place is nothing more than a buffer between
square meterage. Indeed, it is the only reason
there is even any space between buildings at all.
Omission can be revealing: in creating the
Federal Plaza in Chicago, Mies Van der Rohe decided to remove one of the perimeter block buildings from the square. This revealed the nature
of the American urban block. Derrida’s deconstruction sought to question the privileging of
presence over absence throughout the history of
Western metaphysical thought. The void has to be
sculpted to give it a purpose and a meaning. It is
more than just the space left over after buildings
have been put in place. The notion of quality can
only preserved under a system of values that is
not quantified on a spreadsheet. The void should
be a place that people feel good about inhabiting,
leading to a collective recognition that the void is
a place to be occupied.
Sculpting the void means stopping the noise
that buildings make by gesticulating: ‘I am here’,
‘I am the tallest’, ‘I am the biggest’, ‘I am the craziest’. This is visual information with no physical
presence behind it. Silence is as important as
sound. In a symbiotic relationship, you need to
define elements of transition in order to make a
distinction between things. The passage between
the inner world and the outer world is not necessarily a physical border. What makes a nation?
Not a flag or a border, but the idea of a collective
sense of being inside a system of codes that is
shared and valued.
A border invokes the notion of protection –
a physical or virtual membrane – and the sense
of belonging inside something. Through this belonging, the differentiation between inside and
outside occurs. Michel Serres’ tale of climbing
through a porthole to escape a fire into the freezing landscape outside illustrates this nebulous
relationship of inside and outside to the body:

There is an almost identifiable point which,
in the spatial experience of passing from inside to out, is proclaimed by the whole body.
The I as a whole leaps towards this localized
point and moves decisively from one half of
the body to the other when the point slides,
in contact with the seperating wall, from its
internal to its external surface.
Since my near shipwreck I have become
accustomed to calling this point the soul.
The soul resides at the point where the I is
decided.
Architectural limits are manifold; architects
must work to satisfy three conditions, in no hierarchical order: Inside: always provide the best facilitly to meet the needs of the those who inhabit
the building. Outside: not just looking at buildings
as objects, but also at the space between them.
Inbetween: porosity, transition, filter: the threshold between outside and inside
In this mediation between inside and outside, built form stops being just buildings and becomes architecture. The void must also be seen
as a space in three dimensions; the programme of
a building viewed as a whole.
The value of posing questions is that they immediately trigger both the desire to answer them,
and the desire to listen. They impose a dialogue.
In the concept of distance, there is always an ‘inbetween’, a space of negotiation. This is a form of
architecture, with an inside and an outside. The
middle ground is a defining membrane that both
separates and allows communication between
the two.
Urban Rooms
As Anna Minton described in her 2009 book,
Ground Control: Fear and happiness in the twenty-first century city, public spaces that are currently being created across the United Kingdom
are often ‘pseudo-public’ or ‘pseudo-private’, and
therefore are policed by private security firms
and controlled by a strict code of conduct that often prohibits, amongst other things, politcial protest. The fact that many of these public spaces are
constructed as part of private developments also
means that those that are creating these spaces are

only accountable to the market – not the public.
Whilst the classical Greek agora is a lasting symbol of space designed for debate and exchange, it was nonetheless predicated on the
exclusion of anyone that was not a citizen, of
women and of slaves. City planning has historically served a disciplinary function, as a mechanism for driving undesirables – the poor and the
infirm – to the margins of the city.
Privatization can be seen as threatening public
space - but it threatens an ideal, free public space
which may or may not have ever existed. Private
developers may not be answerable to the public, but when have the public ever been seriously
consulted in the construction of the public realm?
All sides in disputes over public space make their
claims on behalf of a fictive and anonymous public, but it is ultimately up to artists and architects
to make the space on their behalf.
So how can architects and artists make public space that doesn’t reproduce the exclusionary
and ideological spaces of the past? Percent for
art necessitates collaboration between artists
and architects, but what form should this relationship take? Architects, urbanists and planners
have often talked about the shifting nature of
public space and artist and critics frequently discuss the relationship between public art and architecture but rarely is the relationship between
the two considered. We need to better understand
how public space and public art impact each other in order to assess our current situation
Public spaces no longer have any symbolic
meaning. Squares used to be statements of power, commissioned by the monarchy, the church
or the government. Smaller-scale piazzas and
squares were often home to markets and places of exchange. In the 18th Century, the Age of
Enlightenment, Boullée introduced visionary new
spaces by enclosing the city within buildings. It
is in his drawings that we see people represented
for the first time in architectural space. There is
an acknowledgement of their relevance, scale and
presence. This utopic vision of grand buildings,
designed for the enrichment of mankind, found
its translation in the train stations and arcades of
the 19th Century’s industrial revolution.
In the 1960s, writers like Jane Jacobs lamented the loss of heterogeneity in the city’s
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fabric, and with it, any vibrant neighbourhood culture. Today, public spaces as well as streets are
no longer places to congregate but places to pass
through. Most new public spaces are spaces for
consumption: shopping malls and airports. These
places are designed for transience, rather than
encouraging people to linger. In London, the fact
that public spaces are often pseudo-public or
pseudo-private means the space between buildings is all too often designed with footfall and
exclusive ‘customer’ use in mind, rather than the
creation of a space where everyone can feel comfortable.
As large city squares have historically functioned as representative spaces of power, they
have also often been the site for protests and
challenges to that authority. The Arab Spring
uprisings in many cities were focused around
squares such as Tahrir Square in Cairo show how
squares can be sites of democratic action: loci of
public consiousness. But the democratic aspect
of squares can also be seen in their day-to-day
use by all kinds of people.
The question of representing the diversity of
our society is an engagement with the legacy of
our democratic values, from individual to collective use. New thinking about public spaces has
the potential to change the perception of contemporary cities. The goal is to take the positive
aspects of the European-style square as a place
to meet, exchange ideas, feel comfortable in the
presence of the Other.
The Urban Room is designed to encourage
a sense of public ownership. The challenge is to
engage the community in developing a vision for
their local space, a space that should be made
as accessible and welcoming as a communal living room. In an Urban Room, the people become
the foreground, breathing life into the space. In
the words of Richard Sennett, ‘the attempt to
find a finished form is always self-destructive’.
Flexibility is crucial. Public space must be able
to accommodate evolving societal needs and
rhythms. Ideally, it should provide a space for
people to make their own meanings. It can then
become a dynamic space, driven by new encounters.
Curators have played a key role in the development of contemporary visual arts in the last 20
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years. A relationship developed with curators in
the field of architecture could provide an opportunity to build a coherent and innovative way of
working with art that moves beyond the standard
Per Cent For Art approach. We has been working
with curators to develop a new approach to incorporating art into the public realm. The involvement of stakeholders in the art production process, evident in the ‘New Patrons’ work of French
art centre Le Consortium, can function as an important model for encouraging and facilitating
the engagement of end-users within the planning
process. ‘New Patrons’ involves community members directly in the commissioning of artworks for
public spaces.
As well as encouraging a sense of public
ownership, the Urban Room provides an opportunity to rethink the function of public space in
relation to its defining architectural elements:
landscaping, public art, facades.

Nature/Culture
Working on regeneration projects within the
Greater Middle Eastern region, in Qatar and
Morocco, our approach has been to generate
meaningful interpretations of local vernaculars,
applying an emphasis on public spaces and the
space between buildings. Architecture can establish a dialogue between past and present,
public and private, to create a sustainable space
for communities to grow. As with any project, the
architect has the difficult task of balancing the
requirements of different people that live in a
development, and reconciling the existing framework with current demands.
There are people who have moved towards
not questioning the setting or context of a building, and just producing icons. The approach is
very formalist, coming from the sculptural: a pure
formal freedom of expression, but with nothing
to say to the context. These buildings are meant
to put the city on the world map – a model that
works very well for budget airlines, by creating
‘destinations’ out of the blue. The other trend,
which is more interesting, is to say the context is
the key. If you can read – or misread – an environment that is made up of culture (how people actu-

ally occupy a space and relate to each other) and
nature (the sun, weather, the heat, the cold), you
define the context - which becomes the key.
A small practice can have global aspirations; we can work in Morocco, the Middle East
and China and be responsive to local needs. This
is because we go beyond the idea of a style, a
recipe or a system of production. We look at the
surrounding urban environment where the building is going to sit amongst others, the needs of
the people in terms of floorplates and the quality
of the space, and finally the environmental concerns. The selection process relative to the three
criteria will define a unique piece that belongs to
the place. The building will speak to its context,
and ultimately to the people, because it’s engaging with all the factors around it. There is more
chance for people to engage with the building and
dialogue to emerge.
In Western culture, the line between interior
and exterior, public and private is clearly defined
whereas in Islamic cities, space is a continuum
with several levels seperating private from public. We can think of traditional old town urban
morphologies as one complex building populated
with internal squares of various private or public
functions. This implies that space is the primary
connector of the community. Thus the Islamic
city becomes a hierarchy of spaces going from
public to private. Each space is a microcosm of a
larger space. This fractal or cellular structure relates very closely to the geometric patterns which
characterise Islamic design.
Increasingly, it is becoming clear that soft
touch rather than hi-tech solutions are often the
way forward for building more sustainably. When
working across the world, we always look at local solutions to environmental and climatic problems. In the heat of the sun, passive solutions
such as cooling towers, the correct orientation
of buildings and the reduction of water waste appear again and again throughout the practice’s
portfolio. From the old town of Doha to UNESCOprotected medina of Fez, the practice always
starts with a study of the typology of the buildings
already present within the context of the project.
In both art and architecture today, there is a
pluralism of styles that are fighting to compete on
the global market. This pluralism can lead to on

the one hand, homogeneity across the globe, and
on the other, a superficial emphasis on local identities. Through the Black Box process, we always
strive towards a meaningful interpretation of local vernaculars, looking beyond surface decoration. Art can play a key role in encouraging collaboration and a sense of collective ownership. Part
of mossessian & partners’ strategy for engaging
with local vernaculars in the Musheireb Heart of
Doha project has been through the art collective
Le Consortium. In the Fez Medina project, local
artisan tilemakers will create tiles that will act
as a navigation tool to help visitors find their way
through the medina.
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Michel Mossessian
V&A Lecture
28 February 2012

I’ve lived in different places in the last 25 years,
and London seems to be the only place where I’ve
stayed for a third mandate. Every 5 years I moved;
I have done since Paris. I was there for my first
years, then I moved to New York and Cambridge
(Mass.) for Harvard, and then Boston and Chicago,
and then I tried to move back to Paris… And
London came after that, and it’s been 11 years
now. Almost 7 years of the practice.
It seems like London is a place of crossing
paths, the place where, all of a sudden, my friends
from Chicago and New York and people from Paris
are coming to see me. I don’t have to go and see
them, or seek out new territories. I have the advantage of staying in one place: I get to speak to
people and after a while your name starts to echo,
and attract interest. And I also have the luxury
of having incredible talent in my office coming
from all over the world, and that’s the asset that
London has. It was not programmed to happen,
but it just happened.
When I was in my early 20s, Paris was a place
where there were a lot of things that were overlapping in terms of music and philosophy. I was going
to different places beyond my architectural function as a student, to the classes of many prestigious philosophers of the time including Derrida,
Deleuze and Michel Serres. There was also Pierre
Boulez at the IRCAM, the Insitute of Musicology
at the Pompidou Centre; he brought an incredible approach to defining the non-visible, which
is music.
Now, in our thirst for always getting as much
as possible out of an environment, one day, with
friends we went to a little church on the Left Bank,
where two Indian musicians, two brothers, had
come to give a recital. We were in a place that I believe was totally foreign to them. They had never
set foot in there previously. They are singers and
also perform with instruments, but for the first 20
minutes they were just emitting sounds that didn’t
make any sense to us. Their technique is continuous breathing and emitting sounds in a repetitive manner. It took 20 minutes for them to set up
the concert and get the church to vibrate. It was
absolutely phenomenal. Then for an hour afterwards they were in a continuous mode of emitting
sounds, and I was totally transported.
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I’m going to have to speak about buildings later,
but what I’m trying to evoke is: what did we have
as ingredients in this setting? A place that has the
capacity to echo - a church, a romanesque church
- and two people who had probably never entered
it before, but began to work in synergy with the
place to get the entire building to vibrate and to
resonate.
So, as for my focus as an architect: yes, I’m
doing buildings but I’m always looking for where
the opportunities are to echo, to vibrate, to resonate with a culture. That doesn’t mean that you
speak the language of that culture, because I am
mostly working in places where I don’t speak the
language.
I want to start with the phenomenololgical developments of the beginning of the 20th
century. It was the first time in music that there
was a distinction between just making a presence through sounds and, in the Second School
of Vienna with Berg and Webern, the introduction of silence in music. The same with the poet
Mallarme, who played with the space between
words. All of a sudden there were moments in
history, maybe also with the influence of philosophies from the East, from Japan and from China,
where there was an awareness that the void could
be as important as the form.
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The space of transformation between the
brain and the world is really a collective effort.
That is where the Black Box comes in. Perhaps
you automatically think of catastrophe when I say
Black Box, because the black box is the artefact
that records everything when a plane crashes. My
Black Box does record everything, and listens to
everything, but it is also influenced by my time
with Marvin Minsky at MIT. Marvin Minsky was
working on artificial intelligence and the principle of Lisp, which is the programming language
that I learnt then. You could create, using a set of
statements that were true and a series of conditions that were possible, a logical process with a
unique solution. I loved that notion. Tthe equation
of thinking has not yet been delivered, but there
is a thinking process that can bring complexity to
a simple solution. On the one hand, there is the
analytical process that everyone is using today.
We have machines, thinking devices, and it is very
tempting to just build what comes out of them.
The Black Box is a way for creating a collective
agreement about what should be there. Then you
can develop it through the process.
Also I grew up in a professional environment
where a lot of people where there to be the chief,
to be the designer and to say what they had to
say. Most of the process in a big office is sometimes – well, firstly, it’s a male profession. It’s
changing but still. Then you are in an environment
where the one who speaks louder or bangs on
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the table the most will have the last word. So the
Black Box was a way, in this environment, of asking how to disengage the ego and create an echo
chamber – a place where everything starts to resonate, and everyone involved becomes actors in
defining a potential vision that everyone sees to
be the same.

VISION

there, but that you may not be able to perceive. It is a fact that we only register what we
can read, see or hear. And that is the part that
always intrigued me. When I was at Harvard, I
was very happy at school. I started a PhD because Harvard offered me a fantastic fellowship, but Bruce Graham was teaching there one
semester and said ‘OK, here’s a piece of paper, that’s your PhD. Now, I’m going to teach
you about buildings.’ I was tempted, so I went to
Chicago for five years. I had an educated brain
that maybe didn’t know about buildings, but
had questioned the notion of space. And there
was a world of possibility. What I have tried to
develop since I created my practice is bringing
those two things together. It’s the transformation
that is possible when you are given a chance. As
Derrida said you can be given a chance, but never
forget to offer resistance.

PROJECTION

V&A LECTURE

One of my professors from Cooper Union,
John Hejduk, always talked about ‘the space of
the architect’. He was referring, very beautifully,
to the space between the back of your eyeball
and the back of your brain. This is where the architect operates. At this very important point in
the 1980s, there was a real distinction made between the act of calling yourself an architect and
just doing buildings. We decided to say: buildings
are not what we are interested in; we are going to
question architecture itself. It was about refusing the production capacity of what schools had
trained us to do – to draw and draw and draw –
and instead, to think. The impact was phenomenal. At the same time you had the AA, and after
that you had an incredible number of schools going into this thinking, into the space in the brain.
Further down the line, I knew that the world
was out there, the reality of objects that are
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If we leave the office and go further, into society, you have a social dimension, you have an
economical dimension, and you have the environmental dimension. It is complex, and amongst
various different cultures, London is best
equipped to deal with the complexity of different
points of views. Back then, from Chicago walking
into meetings with the client and with the consultants – even in Paddington – the number of
consultants you had in the room was phenomenal. So there is a diversity, a complexity of points
of view.

If we agree as a group of people working together that there are a number of factors that we
want to achieve, and if you ask the design team
to work under what I call my Design Vectors, and
if you agree that the process is not going to be
linear, but different key aspects of what you are
going to deliver are going to influence one another – then this process gives you a vision in which
everyone sees the DNA of what we’re trying to do.
It produces something completely unique, and
tends to resolve the complexity in its seed of multiplicity and the uniqueness of the answer.
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From a given context, you have impressions.
It gives you the sensation of a given culture. You
have to have intuition, but you can you create an
opportunity by just a little shift between forms
and masses. So in Downtown Doha [1C] there was
an opportunity to create a room within a building. Once this was set up, I encouraged the client
to see that through a curatorial mediation – not
just from the art world, it could be from elsewhere – you can in fact engage at the point where
buildings stop. You can bring other meanings.
Here, with the Consortium from Dijon (who I successfully recommended to the client, and who
were hired to commission all the public art in
this one hundred-building development), my work
is to say I’m not going to add art – it is going to
be part of the building. The void is to be occupied,
to be filled, but not with objects. Here, with the
artist Pierre Huygues, we are developing
something that is not just in the range of being
beautiful.
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and sculpt, in a very brutalist and minimalist
way, the relationship between buildings and the
relationship between sky and ground. This begins
to vibrate another dimension, which is the living
dimension of a residential and an office building,
for example, or two residential buildings that are
very close together.
We are trying to relearn from local vernacular architecture. We need to look again to examples in Mediterranean cities where you bring
things closer together rather than pulling them
apart.
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There are other opportunities when there
is no call for mediation, other than the people
living behind the walls. This is another part of
the project in Doha where we are trying to build
shade. Sun is the element from which you have
to protect yourself, but nevertheless, you want to
bring the sky to the ground. That is one action that
you bring to the collective.
When buildings are very close to one another,
you create a vis-à-vis, creating a feeling of embarassment from being so close. Here, the architecture deviates the views and begins to shape
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5 Merchant Square is a building we completed in Paddington. At the time, I was in Lisbon
and received a call from the client who asked if I
was interested in doing an office building. I said
OK, and he said you’re meeting the city planners
on Monday morning. So I came with my Black Box.
Graham King was the head planner, and when he
saw that I hadn’t come with a finished rendering,
he began to smile. In fact, I was given a brief that
was wrong for my client – it said 35,000 sq m and
actually it meant 25,000 sq m – but I came with
the logic to achieve 35, and it is 35.
I engaged completely with the relationship between Urban Articulation, Floorplates
and the Environment. And it became an incredible success story, because the building was under construction as a speculative office, and it
was pre-let very quickly during construction by
Marks and Spencer. The story I want to tell here
is that I treated the building almost in three ways,
according to the environmental aspects. On the
West and the South you have sun, so the building can sculpt with the sun; on the East, it’s more
like the light, so the building can appear with the
changing light, which is the morning light; and on
the North, you have no sun, and you have a relationship with perception.
For Merchant Square, I wanted to work with
an artist, but it was not quite easy in the process because in planning terms, the artist comes
at the end, almost in the negotiation with the city
council when the building has been completed. So
I went to the chair of psychology at the University
of Glasgow, because he was carrying out research
on changing the perception of an image seamlessly, according to the distance of perception. If
you’re in a different position relative to these two
images, you will see either a person that grimaces or smiles. I thought the idea of perception
was very interesting. I couldn’t do a figurative interpretation on the façade, so I chose images of
clouds and of a curtain. From the A40, you see
clouds, and when you get closer, you see curtains.
It uses a dot matrix system. The next day, I got a
call from my client’s lawyer saying ‘You’re fucking
with people’s brains. You can’t do that.’ So I decided we wouldn’t use the specific algorithm that
the University of Glasgow had developed, but that
we would simulate the perceptual shift.
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project. But architecture is not enough. That is
when I called Michael Pinsky. I’d seen the project
that he had done in Lisbon, which you see here.
He made a curatorial, participatory intervention.
Out of multiple pieces of tiles from around Lisbon,
he orchestrated a new composition. This formed
a blueprint for what could be done in the interpretation of a cultural tradition. I want to go a step
further, to ask how can a mediation through existing local craftspeople, with curatorial direction, to activate the parts of the building that
are going to be theirs. This also engages with the
idea that beyond language, you have navigation
through colours. There are different tonalities for
each trade, so can navigate differently than just
through English or Arabic or French.

The Medina is at once a historical landmark,
a tourist destination and a living, evolving home
where people live and work. The question of how
the redevelopment of the artisan’s quarter of the
Medina will impact on the people living there is
a priority, not an after-thought. Craftsmanship
and tourism are key to the economy of Morocco.
As part of the leisure industry, luxury travel requires the packaging of ‘boutique’ destinations as
unique (air-conditioned) propositions.
On the other hand, low budget travel has encouraged the development of ‘mini-break’ tourism where high volumes of tourists arrive at destinations in search of a neatly packaged two-night
‘experience’. Whilst the improvements in working conditions for the artisans are necessary and
important, the increase in tourism to the Medina
that this project may bring has the potential to
have a negative effect on the artisan culture
that exists there. The influx of tourists looking
for cheap souvenirs could encourage a lowering
in the quality of goods produced in the Medina,
which were previously sold to traders.
Moreover, the nature of life in the Medina
would move from work to merely display, due to
the displacement of artisans whose work is potentially polluting to premises with pollutiontreatment facilities.
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Fez is a fabulous project that came out of
an international competition with the support
of the King of Morocco, the city of Fez and the
US Congress funding the projoect through the
Millennium Challenge Corporation. It was a fabulous opportunity to be part of an agenda that
brings the micro-economy into a social context
of fifteen centuries of culture, of artisans and
craftsmanship. We won the competition.
Here, you see the extent of our intervention
in the Medina. We wanted to make it such that if
you blink your eyes, you see no difference from
what was there before. But we are doing a series
of interventions in the new part, so half of it is
new, and half of it is rehabilitation.
We had an opportunity to do a beautiful

The project thus takes on another dimension.
The redevelopment of the Medina will provide
an architectural shell that maintains a 15th century model of urban fabric. However, the project
must also address how the area is inhabited in
the present day. Providing the space for the social and cultural dimension is only one part of
the challenge. We have produced a programme of
three suggested interventions to complement the
architectural interventions in the Medina.
The Medina is historically a place for trade
and exchange. The hotel in the Medina was used
by traders coming from other parts of Morocco to
exchange materials and goods with the artisans
in the Medina.
Michael Pinsky will act as a mediator to
bring different groups of people in the community
who are interested in contributing or participating together: students, artisans, inhabitants. In
a square close to the gateway to the Medina, an
event will be staged where the artist will orchestrate a collective activity. Using traditional tiles,
something unique to the context will be created.
This will complement the architectural strategy
of using coloured artisanal tiles to create intuitive
navigational pathways through the Medina.
The demolition of an existing zone is always
a dramatic - and sometimes a traumatic - experience, especially if it has a history stretching back
over centuries. Communication becomes very important. This event will serve to make the wider
population aware of the changes to the Medina,
beyond the circle of craftsmen and artisans who
are aware of and involved with the redevelopment
project. The facades will be a result of their contribution.
The key stakeholders in the project (MCC,
ARP) will establish a foundation to host a director to organise a series of design professionals in
each of the disciplines (leatherwork, pottery) to
come and undertake a residency at the hotel. The
artist or design professional would work to develop a range of products with the craftsmen. This
intervention will help to drive an interest in maintaining high standards of quality and innovation.
In the context of the global industry for fine
leather goods, for example, the movement has
been towards the presence of homogenizing luxury brands in shopping boutiques around the world.
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The same goods are sold around the world with no
indication of their provenance or location of production. When Mies Van Der Rohe produced the
Barcelona chair, a piece of Barcelona was transmitted across the world. The design of a Fez bag
could bring visibility to the craft skills that exist
there and export it around the world.
There is a building on the Place Lalla
Yeddouna that will be decorated using the traditional metal pattern-making used on Moroccan
lamps. Like a beautiful jewelled box or ecrin to
hold the Medina’s treasures, it will act as an orientation point in the Medina.
One of the definitions of the Urban Room
is that it is a space for people to make their own
meanings. It’s a critique of the idea of urban spaces as a place purely of consumption and transit.
Twenty-first century public spaces must transcend those models. Fez is a great illustration
of how this might work. The Millenium Challenge
Corporation was in fact created under George
W. Bush. So I guess there is another path, rather
than sending armies, you can mobilize people to
help. How do we label these places? Emerging
countries, or countries in difficulty, or countries
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We’re close to a critical moment in time.
We’re aware of other cultures through our capacity to move. This creates an economy in itself,
either tourism or business. You tend to travel to
places that you don’t belong, and you realise that
the spaces that we have in Europe, we take for
granted. In terms of public realm, these spaces
have been produced either by popes, statesmen
or kings and queens. Here are three examples
from the Neo-Classical age. This image shows the
facades. But you also have parks, squares, avenues, all to reflect the power of the monarch. Look
in parallel at the architect Boullee from the 18th
century, the Age of the Enlightenment. Boullee
constantly found himself fighting with the academicians and engineers. Architects were making
facades, and engineers were making the infrastructure and the streets, and had control over
the city in Paris. Boullee said, I’m going to bring
the city into the building. Screw the engineers!
He created a space just to go and be. This was the
age of the Encyclopedia and of Knowledge. It was
a library. It was the first time that a representation of a building included people. Before that, it

with a long tradition that need to be stabilized…
This approach is interesting, because they didn’t
just do architecture. This project is the cherry on
the cake. They replanted millions of trees, they
put in place irrigation systems. It is the first time
that the MCC started to say, actually, is architecture part of the value system of a country’s regeneration? I am very pleased that they found that
it is, and we’re hoping that we can bring this to
fruition.
KAPSARC was in Saudi Arabia. It was a limited competition with a number of prestigious
names. We were treated well as contributors in
competition, but we had very little interaction
with the client, so we had to reinvent the Black
Box. We had the environmental consultants working with us, but we had to reinvent an economical
model and a cultural model. The purpose of the
building was actually to create an institution to
study alternative energy – ironically, everything
but oil.

Now, about making the KAPSARC building
disappear. I presented a project that would disappear. It was just a void, a reference to the invention
of Zero, which as you know was invented by the
Arabs, although is a different part of the world.
Here, in the sky dome, it is the same light
behind and in front of you because the location is
close to the equator. If you can reflect the surface
that you have in front of you, the building disappears. The building disappears, and you are just
presenting the void. Of course, you have to find a
way to protect yourself from the sun. But I thought
it would be fascinating to go a step further, to say
the building disappears. To just show the void inside. The void, with the public realm. It is a series
of squares or Urban Rooms stacked vertically.
They told me, but we’re spending so much money,
why do you want to make the building disappear?
They took the other interpretation of the possible,
between the building and the form. Zaha is finishing the building now, she got the job.
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succeeded in getting the entire project. But the
problem then became, what should we do with
that square? It was a real problem. My friend Luis
Serpa, a curator working in Lisbon, said that my
suggestion to get artists involved was hopeless,
and that artists and architects could not work together. They both have too much ego. I was trying
to demonstrate that my methodology was meant
to remove the ego part, but he said no. He suggested we call Robert Wilson, because he was
interested in making permanent works and he is
a genius in creating settings. Bob Wilson agreed,
saying he wanted to put Lisbon on the map.
Then we presented the idea to the client. We
did this project for a private client. He said no. I
like statues. I want Degas. My client, a very educated client, could not see art as being anything
other than statues and fountains. It’s a question
that was never answered. Because of the situation in Lisbon, the project got planning but was
never economically viable.
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was just drawings of facades. What we took from
Boullee in the 20th century, when we reconstructed
Europe and the world, was the same grand spaces,
but this time as places to move, rather than places to stay. The products of the 20th century, with
our genius in engineering, are places to move. So,
mobility. Stations, shopping malls, airports.
Just think about how little you like the people
who you run into in this places. Two things happen: you hate the people who are in your way, and
you are only there because you have money. What
about places where you can be without having to
consume or move? Can you reinvent the notion of
staying?
It was in Lisbon that this conversation first
took place. I had this beautiful project, which you
can see on this diagram [IMAGE], which started from a competition. There were five blocks
and five architects. I thought, I want all or nothing, so I’m going to take all the voids from these
five blocks, and create a large central square. I
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be very precious to the Qatari. So we came up
with the idea that instead of doing a square, we
would do an Urban Room.
The purpose of doing a Room is to provide
shade from the sun and to compensate for the
square that the masterplanners produced, which
would not be able to be used for six months of
the year. We started to treat the void through the
surrounding façades, and the different kinds of
shade, and then started to qualify the facades
as the walls of a room. With the involvement
of the Consortium, the art programme became
leaving the square empty. The leading tendency
amongst landscape architects is to put objects,
statues and water jets everywhere, like in Dubai.
I have been fighting to keep it empty, so that it
can be used either by large groups or so you can

walk through and feel absolutely safe. That is the
main mandate for public realm. We then started
to ask artists, through the Consortium, to bring
flavours of an interior into this outdoor space: divans, chandeliers, small water fountains but not
jets, and sounds, there is a sound programme…
It is a majlis. The majlis is a room that is very important to Qatari culture. It is the formal room
where you welcome guests inside the house, but
you are not in the family zone, you are a formal
living room.
The facades, which we’re working on at the
moment, are part of our craft. Once in a while, we
keep things for ourself. This is part of the onyx of
the square. The golden colour is translating the
veil that protects the people living behind the
walls to unify the space within the room.
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For Doha, we had to come up with a new
model for a public square. We were invited to participate in a competition in 2007 to respond to a
beautiful masterplan, by ACOM/Arup and Allies
and Morrison, that was the opposite of all our
preconceptions about building in the Middle East.
It was low-rise, high-density and mixed-use: a
dream project. I was asked to respond to that
partcular part of the masterplan of about a hundred buildings. There was a square, which had to
be experienced as a square, but what are the existing typologies for it in the Middle East? None.
Why are there no public squares, because there
are mosques instead or because of the climate? I
think it is because of both. We started with making a Roman square as the masterplan indicated,
and responded with making something that would

In a parallel, regimented position, the masterplanners asked us to do a series of towers. It
is across the bay from Jean Nouvel’s ‘cucumber’,
although he doesn’t call it a cucumber. He says
that if you do a tower, you have to be frank: it is
a penis. And my tower is a penis. Here, you don’t
see the whole skyline, but it’s a pure, beautiful
and strong presence; an exemplification of the
object. Our response to it was to say planting objects from the International Style, which I learned
a lot from, is not enough in a context where there
is already an accumulation of knowledge for naturally sustaining a condition.
Rather than doing buildings of solitude, so
you end up in cities where nobody talks to one another – and Dubai is a fantastic example of that
– why don’t we bring the singular model into the
collective, to break the purity of it? We also looked
at fisherman’s villages, which Her Highness values immensely, as an example. We started to
compose a relationship between buildings, so
they no longer stand alone, and they protect the
space between them. From the model of very rational, systematic positioning, we proposed a
group of towers that created a grand space between them. It will now apparently become the
international transportation hub of Downtown
Doha for 2022. That’s the last part of the project,
which is curretly on hold for the engineers to do
their work below grade.
In a parallel, regimented position, the masterplanners asked us to do a series of towers. It
is across the bay from Jean Nouvel’s ‘cucumber’,

30

although he doesn’t call it a cucumber. He says
that if you do a tower, you have to be frank: it is
a penis. And my tower is a penis. Here, you don’t
see the whole skyline, but it’s a pure, beautiful
and strong presence; an exemplification of the
object. Our response to it was to say planting objects from the International Style, which I learned
a lot from, is not enough in a context where there
is already an accumulation of knowledge for naturally sustaining a condition.
Rather than doing buildings of solitude, so
you end up in cities where nobody talks to one another – and Dubai is a fantastic example of that
– why don’t we bring the singular model into the
collective, to break the purity of it? We also looked
at fisherman’s villages, which Her Highness values immensely, as an example. We started to
compose a relationship between buildings, so
they no longer stand alone, and they protect the
space between them. From the model of very rational, systematic positioning, we proposed a
group of towers that created a grand space between them. It will now apparently become the
international transportation hub of Downtown
Doha for 2022. That’s the last part of the project,
which is curretly on hold for the engineers to do
their work below grade.
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Dialogue with Peter Rees
and Michael Pinsky
28 February 2012

MICHEL MOSSESSIAN: In a world where money
has an international value, London is lucky to
have Peter Rees, a counterforce to the world of
opportunities that he has to serve. Creating the
City of London has been at once an imposition and
a negotiation. Westminster also has a very strong
team of people who play the role of mediator.
Well, the reason I know Peter is because when I
was a youngster I worked on Broadgate Exchange
House, and he was even younger, and was feared
and admired by all the architects who worked
with him. The work that he has done in the City is
exceptional. For me, bringing together a building
from the 14th century and the 20th century and
the 21st century in synergy and happiness also
makes people happy. Whilst we only work in the
City, this indicates a diversity, and that echoes a
success. It is very attractive, because of the work
of Peter.
Michael has a very conceptual approach to
art, which turns into a unique solution. He operates within a mediation that is from a particular
place, but which does not necessarily need to be
‘polite’. It raises questions. This is where architects cannot go. I would like to think that Michael
doesn’t come once everything is done, before the
masses are finished, so he can sculpt the void as
well.
PETER REES: I think the approach I take is
much more about using one’s own sensitivity and
prejudices rather than analysing how I do it. My
first job after studying architecture was working as Gorden Cullen’s assistant, and I remember
Gordon produced the book Timescape, producing marvellous concepts, but the point at which
Gordon got into trouble was trying to explain how
he did it. He just couldn’t. Neither could Kevin
Lynch. This is perhaps the difference between the
British mind and the Parisian mind, and I’m glad
you draw the distinction between the Parisian
and the French mind. I listen to Eric Satie’s music
and love it, but if you read Satie’s explanation of
his music, it doesn’t make any sense. So I watch
Michel’s pictures, I feel his sensitivity through
your pictures. But when I get inside the Black Box,
I have to admit I’m a little lost.
But the point at which we come together, as
you’ve already said, is the importance of spaces.
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To me, it’s the spaces that make the place, not
the buildings. It’s very good to have fine architecture, just as it’s nice to have good possessions in
your home, but if the rooms and the spaces aren’t
good, then they won’t animate you. You won’t enjoy life. In the City of London, it’s wonderful to
have the collection of spaces that we already
have, that have grown organically over hundreds
of years. It’s wonderful when you get architects
and clients who are prepared to work with those,
appreciate them and create new ones to extend
the network.
MICHAEL PINSKY: Art’s role in this mix is to
create alternative narratives that are not involved
with public space as a place for transportation, or
a moment when you move between objects that
you buy. There are other narratives that can be
brought out, which then question the way you behave in public space. So if you’re presented with
something in public space that doesn’t ask you
to purchase something or facilitates you moving through that space, then you actually have to
start thinking about what that space is, and what
it’s doing. That moment becomes very interesting.
There is a Swedish artist called Akay who
did a beautiful series of pieces called city
swings,where he just hung swings from the bottom of bridges and off lamp-posts and things like
that, and people could just go and use them, or
not use them. This is something that is very difficult to curate, because at that point I have to go
to Peter Rees and he says, well, that would set
a precedent and then we’d have to hang swings
off every lamp-post and that would become very
problematic. That is what art can do in this mix,
which I think is very valuable. It says that there
are other possibilities there, in public space.
Everyone always wants different things. One
thing that I always want in the city is the ability
to be lost. I like being lost in cities. But a lot of
other people might actually hate that sensation.
Different people interrogate their spaces in different ways. The more different types of interrogations we have, the more we can illuminate the
needs for that space. I think that is slightly different from using artists as mediators and consultants to draw what people want from a space be-

cause the whole thing about creating new spaces
is that the history of that space from starts the
moment that space appears. People will reflect
on that in the future, so it’s difficult to anticipate.
P.R: The thing that has kept me in the City for
so long is not just the ability to play a part in the
creation of wonderful things, great architects and
artists who come to work in the City. It is in fact
to do with maintaining the best of what’s already
been created. I don’t mean in terms of so-called
‘heritage’. I mean in terms of activity, vitality. I
see it in terms of planning being akin to gardening. If you move into a new house, a traditional architectural approach to the garden is to say, let’s
clear it and start again. Let’s clear all the plants,
and put down some decking. But the creative way
is to move in, to look at the garden and see what
the existing plants are doing. Look at the ones
that are successful and encourage them, and create some space around them so they can thrive
even more. Weed out a few of the ones that don’t
look like they’re doing very well.Try some new
species, to see which ones work. You work with it,
not against it.
In the City, the banks came out of the pubs,
and the insurance companies came out of the
coffee houses. The little alleyways are still wonderful places for bumping into people you don’t
expect to meet. The pubs are wonderful places
for eavesdropping on gossip, out of which you can
make millions of pounds after lunch. The French
don’t have that, the French have cafes where you
sit at tables and you only hear your own friends’
gossip. Well, who wants to hear your friends’ gossip? You already know it anyway. What you want is
the gossip from the next table and you can never get close enough to hear what they’re talking
about! Whereas in the British pub, after a couple
of pints, you sidle up to the next group, you eavesdrop, rush back to the office and bang! Three million quid. So the thing is to work with the existing
gossip channels. Gossip is the thing that makes
the City successful. Good developments in the
City will reinforce those gossip channels and create more of them. It takes ages for a Canary Wharf
or a Milton Keyne to become a place. You can’t do
it overnight. You cannot do it instantly, however
good your Black Box is. But you can learn from the

existing and extrapolate it. From Michel’s images,
that seems to be what he is doing.
M.M: My Black Box is supposed to be helping
you to see better, in the design process. You are
always involved in the design process, but how
come its always with a fait accompli? When everything is more or less done, you are influencing this
and that, but not necessarily proposing things.
You can only say, ‘Be careful of this or this’. You
cannot tell a client to go and approach Michael
Pinsky to shape the space. Why can’t we have
that shared vision, which is more than a respectful confrontation? You are succesful because you
have made the clients and the architects respect
you immensely, because you can pass on recommendations to the councillors that may mean they
lose money! But surely we can have multiple viewpoints before the object is there?
P.R: Well, yes, I think we should, and I’ve always said to developers to come and see us at
the ‘back-of-the-envelope’ stage – just please
don’t draw on the envelope first! Come to us for
a planning brief. Get us involved in the process. If
you have the architect representing the solution,
if you like, and the client representing the need,
it’s actually very difficult to bring the public to the
meeting. So you need someone who can take the
role of representing the place and the community
in that mix.
But I agree with you, all of those elements
need to be in the mix from the start of the creative
process, and that all needs to be mixed into the
receipe right from the very start. Unfortunately,
as you say, developers will want to try and pin
down as many things as possible. Very often, I
have to side with the architect to help them to
take it all apart, so that they can have another go
at it. Very often, it’s reading the nudges and the
winks of the architect in the room while he’s presenting his client’s scheme, and realising what
help he needs in order to be able to reinterpret in
the way he would like to.
M.M: But I’ve heard you say, in other circumstances where there were only developers and
financial people present, that numbers and statistics are not, when comparing London and New
York, what make the City of London successful.
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There are cultural values. There are things that
can be shared. There are things that make you
feel comfortable. Of course, we know how attractive the British mentality is to the world, for
its tolerance and welcoming of differences and so
on. But isn’t there also an opportunity to go further, to orchestrate a grander vision beyond oneto-one negotiation? Can we have a grand vision,
without being a statesman or a churchman?
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P.R: I think London is grand enough not to
need a grand vision. If Wren’s plan had been built
after the Fire of London, London would now be
like Paris. And you’d have to build – well, we did
build La Defence, we built Canary Wharf. But it’s
in addition, it’s not instead of. So I think London
has survived most because there has never been
a grand vision for London, and that makes it infinitely flexible.
This Dialogue took place during the V&A Event
Michel Mossessian in conversation with Lucy
Bullivant.

